Based on the priorities of the Council regulation, two strategic objectives have been set: 1) Improvement of competitiveness of the agriculture and food economy, 2) Sustainable development of rural areas.
Th e Accession of Poland to the European Union triggered new social understanding of the value of rural areas. Features stemming from specifi c conditions of rural areas that infl uence the situation of the rural population have gained a new meaning in the changing socio-economic and political reality. Roles in the family intertwine with productive roles. Seeking the growth of farmers' prosperity and eliminating gross disparities regarding living standards, which should be implemented within the framework of the socio-economic development, have surfaced as the most important objectives.
Implementation of these objectives requires the support of the Common Agricultural Policy. Polish European Union membership contributed to setting its objectives and increasing the ability to subsidise economic entities, as well as develop both the food and rural areas economy 3 . Considerable support and fi nancial aid granted within the framework of CAP and structural funds were of great importance since they positively infl uenced the economic condition of the country and its food economy, as well as the living standards in rural areas. Th e fi rst major changes have already been accepted in the pre-accession period, e.g. within the framework of implementation of the SAPARD programme. Th e following transfer of fi nancial funds was guaranteed by withdrawals stemming from the execution of structural programmes, i.e. PROW, SPO Agriculture. Except for the system changes resulting from the transformation of the Polish economy, the accession to the European Union has also infl uenced the socio-economic situation of the dwellers of rural areas which had to be adjusted to the new conditions of life and work 4 .
Th e accession of Poland to the European Union also triggered a considerable transformation of the way agriculture operated and in the nature of agricultural areas 5 . Polish agriculture turned out to be the biggest benefi ciary of the CAP in comparison to all other new member states of the EU. Th e free access to the European Union market enjoyed by domestic producers, macroeconomic changes, considerable support and fi nancial aid within the framework of the CAP and structural funds have positively infl uenced the condition of the domestic food economy and living standards in the rural areas. Modernisation of the food processing sector and the technical infrastructure was considerably accelerated 6 .
Th anks to direct payments and the increase of the prices of agricultural products, the monetary income of part of farms has increased 7 .
Th ose seeking fi nancial aid not only have to meet specifi ed conditions, but they also have to be active when it comes to adjusting to changes. Th e National Development Plan 2004 -2006, adopted by the Council of Ministers on 14 January 2003, was the key document establishing objectives for public support and the direction for actions during the fi rst years of Polish membership 8 .
From 2004 to 2006 farmers and the rural population could rely on the support off ered by operational programmes that were co-fi nanced using the resources of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Social Fund (ESF) which concerned, e.g. transportation, competitiveness of enterprises, human resources, fi sheries economy and regional development 9 . One of the instruments of implementing was the Sectoral Operational Programme "Restructuring and modernisation of the food sector and rural development" ("SPO Agriculture"), co-fi nanced using the resources of the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee.
Th e National Development Plan had to be consistent and complementary with the basic principles of the common policies, including CAP 10 .
Th e Rural Development Programme (RDP) was established for the years 2004 -2006 in order to facilitate rural development within the framework of CAP. Its objective was the increase in competitiveness of farms and sustainable rural development 11 . Th e programme was fi nanced using not only national funds, but also the aid off ered by the Orientation Section of the EAGGF. Th e total fi nancial contribution amounted to € 3592 mln, of which € 2866 mln was paid from the EU budget and € 726 mln was paid from the national budget. SAPARD devoted € 682 mln to complement direct payments and € 140 mln to fi nance the actions of the programme. Th e accession of Poland to the EU resulted in including the national agriculture in the system of direct payments. Th e payment if Poland and other EU countries diff ered when it came to the amount of the payments and the organisational system. Polish farmers received payments within the framework of single area payments and the amounts were lower than those granted to farmers in the "old" member states of the European Union 12 .
Aft er the Accession of Poland to the European Union, it appeared that agriculture was the very fi rst element that could use the common support. Polish membership in the EU assured that rural areas were given funds higher than hitherto. Between Direct payments had the essential role in fi nancing agriculture and rural areas. Each year, over 1,4 mln farmers receives this form of support. Th e Polish simplifi ed system of direct payments has become the impetus for the increased utilisation of soil resources thanks to the fact that the amount of payments depends on the arable land area and, on the other hand, it contributed to the increase of its value.
Th e infl ux of European Union funds has, in a way, forced increase in the national spending on agriculture, agricultural markets and rural develop- . Th e regulation requires that the objectives have to include the specifi cation of areas important due to the implementation of the EU priorities necessary to ensure sustainable development and consistency with other policies of the European Union. Each member state has been obliged to prepare a National Strategic Plan specifying priorities and their meaning within the framework of the EU and in relation to the needs of particular member states and regions 17 .
In order to ensure sustainable rural development, member states have been obliged to limit their crucial objectives and focus on agricultural competitiveness, managing the arable land, protecting the natural environment, living standards and diversifi cation of activities in these fi elds 18 .
Before Polish agriculture was adjusted in order to integrate with the EU, various pre-accession programmes have been proposed, e.g. SAPARD, ISPA, PHARE. Th ese programmes were established to unify the legal output of the EU, as well as prepare the grounds for shaping rural areas. Aft er the accession to the European Union (2004), actions for the fi rst member period 2004 -2006 were implemented. Th ey included direct payments, Sectoral Operational Programme and the Rural Development Plan. During the following years (2007 -2013), SOP and RDP were combined into one programme of rural development, which devoted special actions to priority objectives. Polish agriculture became an element of the agricultural sector of the European Union member states and gained access to various support mechanisms stemming from the common agricultural policy 19 .
Th e improvement of living standards in rural areas is the objective which is connected with the basic directions of the economic and social development of farms, as well as good standards of living in regard to the quality of the environment and the landscape, as well as the social and technical infrastructure. Also, ensuring jobs and income by means of developing non-agricultural activities is valid. Th e second group includes activities aiming at improving living standards. Th ey refer to the renewal of rural areas, improvement in the state of the cultural and environmental heritage, as well as improvement of the infrastructure of rural areas by rendering services for the benefi t of the dwellers 20 .
LEADER is a bottom-up approach the goal is to increase the activity of the rural population. According to this initiative, the rural community formulates a local strategy for the development of rural areas and the implementation of the consequent innovative projects, which combine resources, knowledge and skills possessed by representatives of the public, economic and social sectors. Tasks delegated to voivodeship governments that were included in RDP 2007 -2013 comprised, among others: 1) improvement and development of the infrastructure and development and adjustment of agriculture and forestry, 2) provision of general services for the rural economy and population, 3) renewal and development of rural areas and implementation of local development strategies, 4) implementation of cooperation projects, 5) acquisition of skills and activation. Th e majority of the funds were directed to modernise farms (€ 4,5 billion, i.e. 33,7%). Th e second place, taking into consideration the amount of expenditure, was taken by the initiative providing for the "Increase of the added value of the basic agricultural and forest production" (€ 4,4 billion, i.e. 33,2%) 23 .
According to one of the rules binding in the European Union, fi nancial obligations stemming from RDP 2004 -2006, having exceeded three years, pass to the following RDP 2007 -2013. Th e general amount of the obligations for the previous period amounted to € 3116 mln, which constituted 23,5% of all funds granted within the framework of EAFRD 24 .
Th e European Union funds have constituted and still constitute an important source of fi nancing of modernisation and development of Polish agriculture. Th e support received thanks to the EU funds is granted under the condition that also national, both public and private, sources are also invested. Th e agricultural area amounted to 16899 thd hectares, including individual farms -14858 thd hectares 25 .
Poland's membership in the European Union has created tremendous development opportunities. Modernisation of Polish agriculture and development of rural areas, with the use of EU fi nancial support, were one of the aims of the National Development Plan 2004 -2006 26 . Th e majority of EU funds are used to fi nance enterprises. Th ey include pre-accession funds and Structural Funds 27 . Th ey facilitated restructuring of selected economy sectors, social and political life or served as a certain type of humanitarian aid. Th e EU Commission made fi nal decisions on granting them to potential benefi ciaries, aft er they had met all the procedural requirements.
Th e pre-accession funds included: implementation of a simplifi ed system of the so-called are payments which included all farmers. In relation to direct payments, a mixed system was established, i.e. a simplifi ed procedure of receiving fi nancial aid -farmers' petitions and two systems of donating agriculture: for hectares of land remaining in possession, and for plant or animal production.
Area payments are completely fi nanced by EU funds. Th ey relate to all agricultural areas kept in good agricultural culture and are subject to requirements of the environment. Area payments in Poland amounted to 25%, 30% and 35% respectively, from 2004 -2006 . Th e accession treaty provided for the possibility of increasing such payments up to 55%, 60% and 65% 29 .
Th e support in implementing structural policy, oft en referred to as regional policy, was introduced in order to increase economic and social consistency in the EU, and to decrease diff erences in economic development and living standards in given regions of the EU. Th ese funds include: the European Social Fund, the European Regional Development Fund, a section directing the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund and the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance 30 .
Th e SOP determined objectives, priorities and principles which will constitute the basis for supporting restructuring within the framework of sustainable development of rural areas and improvement of competitiveness of the agricultural and food economy. Th e following actions were pursued within the framework of SOP: 1. Early retirement was to encourage farmers in the preretirement age to cease carrying on their agricultural activity and transfer the ownership of their farms, as well as to assure that they receive other sources of income -pensions. 2. Increase of investment capacity of farms with a small economic potential. 3. Support of farming activities conducted in areas unsuitable for farming 32 . 4. Aff orestation of agricultural land in order to increase the area of forests by aff oresting agricultural areas with a low suitability for farming. Th e amount of support will be determined on the basis of the agricultural area and paid once -from PLN 4300 to PLN 5900. Th e Rural Development Programme planned for the years 2007 -2013 assumed the levelling of development opportunities and support for structural changes in the rural areas within the framework of cohesion policy. Th e new European Union policy regarding development of rural areas retained the continuity of programmes supporting rural areas. Member states still could choose from among a variety of instruments that were given the fi nancial support of the EU within the framework of which could be funded with the use of fi nancial aid. Th ey included: 1) the increase of competitiveness of agriculture and forestry by supporting restructuring, development and innovation, 2) improvement of the state of natural environment and rural areas by way of land management, 3) improvement of living standards in the agricultural areas by supporting various economic activities 35 .
A discussion on the future of the Common Agricultural Policy aft er 2013 commenced in September 2008. In 2009, the discussion focused on verifying the objectives and tasks which CAP will have to face in the long-run. On 18 November 2013, the European Commission adopted the following communication: "Common Agricultural Policy planned until 2020 has to be able to match future challenges connected with food, natural resources and territorial aspects". Th e challenges which the reform has to handle have been determined as: security of food and the natural environment, climate changes and territorial balance 36 . It has also been emphasized that CAP still has to be a strong policy based on two pillars, that is capable of taking up challenges that the EU agriculture and rural areas have to face and that will be of use when implementing the Europe 2020 strategy regarding intelligent growth and sustainable development. According to the European Commission, the reformed CAP shall enter into force as of 1 January 2014. 37 
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SUMMARY
Th e basic function of agricultural areas is, according to the European Charter for Rural Areas, agriculture and preservation of the natural environment based on a well-functioning agricultural sector that operates in harmony with nature. Th e Council Regulation (EC) 1257/1999 on support for rural development from the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee was adopted in 1999. Th e programmes that are currently binding in the territory of Poland were developed in accordance with the EU policy expressed in the abovementioned acts and other documents concerning development of rural areas. Th ese included: the Rural Development Programme that focused on social and environmental aspects, as well as a part of the Sectoral Operational Programme devoted to the development of rural areas, as well as restructuring and modernisation of the food sector.
Implementation of these objectives requires the support of the Common Agricultural Policy. Polish European Union membership contributed to setting its objectives and increasing the ability to subsidise economic entities, as well as develop both the food and rural areas economy.
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